





SHORT-TERM LOSS, LONG-TERM GAIN: 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT OF GRADUATE ASSISTANTS 
V. Wll.LIAM BALTIIROP
THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA AT CHAPEL HILL 
While the pressures and willingness for graduate assistants to spend 
extensive amounts of time coaching undergraduate competitors are consider­
able, this essay argues that other elements of directing are essential for the 
student's professional development Among those are reduced student contact 
hours in actual coaching, and a greater opportunities for personnel and admin­
istrative responsibilities. Experience while still under supervision in these ar­
eas can be an important contributor to the student's professionalism and suc­
cess in directing her or his own forensic program. 
Given the responsibilities of Directors of Forensics--oftimes making 
travel arrangements, always working with students, keeping administrators 
appraised of the program's successes in our never-ending efforts to assure con­
tinual (and often minimal) amounts of funding, maintaining our research pro­
grams, meeting our teaching obligations, fulfilling our responsibilities to 
committees and other service de�ds, and trying to retain some semblance of 
a personal life--it comes as no surprise to this group in particular to acknowl-
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edge the very great extent to which we rely upon that abused citizen of the 
academic world, the forensic assistant. 
In an effort to provide some curbs upon the potential for abuse, most de­
partments or other administrative units have a recommended number of hours 
associated with each type of assistantship. At Chapel Hill, for instance, we 
have a nine hour commitment for each unit in an assistantship, and each stu­
dent receiving financial aid nonnally has two units per semester. I suspect that 
most other departments and institutions have similar limitations. The reason 
for such defined amounts of time may have been initially to assure that gradu­
ate students actually earned their money, although that justification seems 
suspect given the efforts of graduate assistants. A more reasonable explanation 
is that of providing some contractual limits upon graduate student 
responsibilities so they can preserve time for their own academic programs. 
With forensic assistants, however, this boundary serves as a reminder to direc­
tors, perhaps seldom more, that there are limits on the amounts of time our 
assistants should spend working with students. And, let's face it, this is where 
most of the responsibility we impose upon our graduate assistants is placed. 
Administration, teaching, travel to tournaments, and so on consume so 
much time that most directors are able to work with students far less than we 
would wish. It was, after all, working with students that attracted most of us 
to this particuJar profession anyway. It may even be that time pressures upon 
our graduate students will increase even more when we consider the difficulties 
involved in worlcing around students' schedules, difficulties that will become 
even more pronounced as universities seek to maximize the use of classrooms 
and spread academic schedules throughout the day. It is easy, usually too easy, 
to "let the grad assistant" do it because their schedules are often more flexible 
than our own. 
These time pressures are not only because Directors of Forensics use their 
graduate assistants to the maximum, however. Equally important, however, 
perhaps more so in some regards, are the ways in which graduate students' own 
desires and actions contribute to this situation. Their love of forensic activity 
was probably instrumental in considering a graduate degree; and they find 
pleasure working with bright, eager, energetic students, just as we do. Coach­
ing also offers a way to extend their own competitive career vicariously 
through the successes of their students. As they find the rewards both powerful 
and immediate, the temptation stregthens to spend even more time with stu­
dents, thus creating the potential for serious time demands that leave little 
available for other activities. 
As directors, we frequently catch ourselves being aware of just how much 
time and energy our graduate students spend when, during a long van ride back 
to campus at the end of a gruelling weekend of competition, we discover that a 
paper should have been turned in just before the student left for the tournament 
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(it wasn't) and that one is supposed to be turned in the next day (it probably
won't be). Rare is the graduate assistant who has managed to avoid late papers,
not to mention the quicksand of graduate education, the "incomplete."
Despite widespread perceptions, however, Directors of Forensics are not
the Simon Legree's of Arts and Sciences. While we know that our students
spend more than the nine or ten hours they are committed to serve, and that
they usually spend more than the twenty or thirty that they should serve, we
usually place limits--well, at least checks--on their coaching activities because
of academic demands. They are, after all, in graduate school; and we consider
academic progress as part of their professional development When we do re-
duce the time spent coaching to free them for other responsibilities, it fre-
quently means, through those paradoxes that we all love so much, that an even
greater portion of that assistant's time devoted to forensics is invested in direct
student contact.
The primary argument that I want to make at this Conference is that we
should take the necessary, albeit difficult, step to reduce that portion of time
spent on coaching still further. If we believe our public pronouncements that
worlcing with forensics is, indeed, an essential element in developing future
directors, we have a responsibility to our students to make sure that develop-
ment occurs in all aspects of directing. Only in this regard can we come close
toward preparing them adequately for the jobs that many will take, if only
temporarily, as directors upon completion of their graduate programs. And,
while I believe these efforts should occur at all levels of graduate education,
such concerns seem most pressing at the at the MA level. I make this claim
based upon my own experiences both as graduate student and as director, which
mayor may not be typical. Observations of other programs and discussions
with other students and directors do seem to indicate that these speculations are
common, if not universal.
First, at the MA level, or during the first year or two of graduate school,
assistants seem most susceptible to the temptations of over extending them-
selves in coaching. They are anxious to share knowledge developed during
their own undergraduate experiences in competition; they are committed to the
cstudents they work with in ways that evoke our own feelings of exhilaration
when we began teaching; they are thrilled by the successes of their students,
finding in it not only the joy that comes from having others do well, but
recognition of their own success as a coach, as a teacher. Graduate assistants at
this level haven't gotten distracted from coaching, yet, by the rigors of Mas-
ters' theses or Doctoral dissertations.
And, there is the thrill of competition from which it is is difficult for any
of us to divorce ourselves. Most of us who get past this fIrst period fInd it a
bit easier to keep those competitive feelings in perspective because of a devel-
oped commitment to goals somewhat more broadly framed, and from the years
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of experience we have acquired. It seems that the further removed we are from
direct participation, the easier it is to see the underlying educational value of
forensics, and to resist more successfully the seductions of accumulating hard-
ware.
A second reason why graduate students seems vulnerable to overcommit-
ting to coaching is because it is the most visible, in many ways, of the vari-
ous activities that constitute directing a forensic program, and it is the one
most undergraduates have encountered. Graduate students know, for instance,
about the sessions when we made them do impromptu speeches for an hour or
more; they know about the times we shouted for them to quit cutting and fIl-
ing so many Newsweek and US News articles and to read a daily paper, or to
spend that portion of time allotted to television in their daily schedules to
news programs instead of "The Young and Restless." They know how much
time we invested in working on a prose interp piece until they at least agreed
to try our interpretation in performance. Other elements of the job take place
behind closed doors: the colTespondence and telephone calls with hotels, travel
agents, and tournament directors; the time spent preparing travel advances be-
fore or completing reimbursement forms after tournaments; the conferences
with undergraduate students, either to correct or prevent problems; the concern
over stretching the cUlTent budget, and the worry in preparing the following
one. These are the sort of skills that cannot substitute for the direct, hands-on
skills that our assistants are developing; but they are also the sort of skills
necessary for successful programs to exist and survive.
Too frequently, I believe, these behind the doors skills are the ones that
we don't teach, or don't teach very well. We can do these things ourselves in
less time than it takes to explain them to our graduate assistants (besIdes,
they11just have to learn a different system later) or we can have our clerical
staff take care of them. We know that our assistants are pressed academically,
and we try to prevent any more demands from being placed upon them. After
all, they can work with the students, and we can do budget work at home, an
arrangement that seems more compatible with both our schedules. Directors
don't want to involve any more people than necessary in problems concerning
students for lots of reasons. We are protective, virtually secretive at times,
about our budgets and don't want folks to know any more than absolutely
necessary. I've seen more than a few directors run their programs on the intel-
ligence community's principle of "need to know."
I believe, however, that such attitudes are short-sighted, both for ourselves
as professionals and for the development of future directors. Initially, by not
discussing the essential, day-to-day issues that constitute directing a forensic
program with others who have usually had extensive and important experi-
ences themselves, we deprive ourselves of another perspective that may be il-
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a failure of the fIrst order for those committed to education. While discretion
must certainly be a prime consideration, graduate assistants can make impor-
tant contributions to discussions about coaching staff-student interactions. An
assistant's ability to understand the student's point of view by her proximity to
it can provide a perspective that those of us socialized by years of bureaucracy
may never have encountered or have forgotten. Alternatively, such discussions
can contribute importantly to the transition from student to professional for
the graduate assistant.
In this vein, I would also urge directors to "take a chance," as it were.
Depending upon the seriousness of the issue, encourage suggestions and rec-
ommendations from the assistant. Try their advice. And if it should happen
not to work, discuss the reasons why with the assistant, discuss other alterna-
tives, and work to create a climate in which assistants do not fear to make de-
cisions. Encourage them to make coaching decisions. They will, of course,
make mistakes. We all do. But if we direct this part of their professional de-
velopment actively, those mistakes will not have serious consequences and
will diminish in frequency. If such consequences do occur, the fault usually
lies with the director. We probably weren't monitoring the issue closely
enough to begin with, or we didn't monitor the implementation. We learn
from our successes, certainly; but the most valuable lessons are those gleaned
from. our errors. And directors can help develop professional educators by tak-
ing the time, effort, and risk to do so.
In addition to personnel items, assigning administrative responsibilities to
graduate assistants also serves an important role in their development. Among
the most frightening aspects to taking over any forensic program is having to
learn the procedures established for processing money and accounting for it.
Those mazes, however, are far less frightening when one already has a base
against which to compare these new procedures and experiences in circum-
stances that at least bear some similarities. Assistants should be involved, at
least partially, in the administrative workload I would even carry this to dis-
cussions about which tournaments should be attended given the number of
students and budgetary constraints, and to projections and justifications for the
following year's budget. Assistants should be given partial responsibility for
publicity and for making arrangements in hosting tournaments.
In arguing for such a role, I am not saying that graduate assistants should
be involved in every aspect of a director's life. Many parts of the director's job
are unique to a department or institution and often involve personnel and fi-
nancial decisions that should remain confidential. Similarly, not all conversa-
tions with students should be shared with assistants, just as most conversa-
tions with assistants should not be shared with other students. Directors must
remember that many conversations with faculty members and other assistants
should also remain privileged; but assistants should be included in the process
~ \ \ , . " ,
of directing, not just in coaching.
If directors are fully committed to the professional development of our as-
sistants, we must also assure that such development extends to Speech Com-
munication, or to whatever other department that student represents. We must
encourage the assignment of our assistants to work with, and to teach where
possible, other courses as well. I believe, quite strongly, that such actions
contribute in major ways to the well-being of the department, the discipline,
and the assistant.
Perhaps the most obvious contribution comes from making our assistant
more competitive, and more successful, in the job market when they have de-
veloped skills in areas other than coaching forensics. Few job announcements
allow for just directing forensic programs; and having assisted or taught
courses in public speaking, performance, interpersonal or small group com-
munication, or rhetoric and public address allows that individual a better op-
portunity .
Other benefits accrue, however, that seem equally important. Working ac-
tively in areas of the field other than forensics works to broaden a perspective
for the assistant. She sees individual events, or even debate for that matter, as
an important part, but a part nevertheless, in a much more diverse area of in-
quiry and human understanding. Awareness of this and development of the
knowledge and skills acquired through working in other areas helps prepare the
assistant for that "life beyond forensics." Although some of us "old buffaloes"
would appear to belie the fact, the relatively high rate of turnover among
directors of forensics is strong testament to the existence of such a life. Fi-
nally, involvement in the broader aspects of departmental life counteracts the
tendency of some forensic assistants to isolate themselves, and works to gain
some perspective on forensic competition.
Encouraging these efforts to broaden the professional development of
graduate assistants is not all sweetness and light. Trade-offs occur inevitably.
First, time pressures upon the assistant may actually increase as they find the
same incentive to work with individual students in their classes that they fmd
in working with forensic competitors. Second, the time that assistants no
longer spend with our students means that we must either fmd additional
assistants (sometimes a difficult thing to do, particularly so given the avail-
ability of funds for graduate assistantships in some departments), find addi-
tional time from our own schedules to work with students, or seek out other
alternatives. At Chapel Hill, for instance, we have instituted an active program
of peer coaching that has been reasonably successful.
I think, at bottom line, that what I'm calling for is already done by the
best of directors. I also believe that we need to be reminded of these issues on
a frequent basis, and to measure our performance against our ideals. The rela-
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ing between faculty members and graduate students. That closeness creates 
unique satisfaction and pressures upon both partners. The kind of professional 
development involved in creating future directors requires an apprentice-like 
relationship, one made more effective, I think, the more closely a director es­
tablishes a relationship that approaches the son of interaction one would ex­
pect with his or her faculty colleagues. At the same time, the relationship be­
tween director and assistant is one grounded within an academic department in 
which faculty members have one set of interests, graduate students have an­
other, and those are occasionally in conflict The example provided by a direc­
tor as to walking the line between these roles--identifying and acting where 
appropriate to discuss issues, and deciding upon a set of behaviors that express 
the closeness of the director-assistant relationship while integrating its profes­
sionalism--is perhaps the strongest lesson provided to an assistant. 
Each of us knows the unique nature of relations that develops between di- 
rectors and student competitors. One cannot literally live with someone for 
days at time, often for a period of years, without developing strong feelings 
and attitudes. They remain students, however, and although close friendships 
can develop, they must do so within the context of a professional teacher-stu­
dent relationship. The line becomes even more blurred, I think, when one also 
adds the elements involved with the training of one's colleagues. 
Most of us are pretty successful in our efforts to help in the professional 
development of our graduate assistants. When we do faJter, however, and I be­ 
lieve each of us does falter in varying degrees, it is usually because we have 
not granted sufficient emphasis to developing the administrative aspects of di­
recting that we have placed on academic performance or on coaching student­
competitors. Our own commitment requires that we instill the same devotion 
to professionalism in those students with whom we work, and that profes­
sional commitment requires a broad-based approach to educating future direc­
tors. Only through such efforts, I believe, can we do our part to assure the 
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